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The shock of the impact, then an act of kindness.

It was rush hour and North Michigan Avenue was teeming with souls. The sidewalk was clogged with office workers, shoppers and tourists keen to experience the magic of Chicago’s ‘Magnificent Mile’. Progress was faltering and Kassie kept her head down as she barged her way through the crowds. She seldom braved central Chicago – venturing north only to shoplift clothes and cosmetics from the upmarket stores – and she was keen to get back to the familiar sprawl of the southern suburbs.

Her eyes were glued to the floor – seeing feet approaching, then dodging them at the last minute – but her concentration must have wavered for a moment, because suddenly she hit something hard and unyielding. Such was the force of the collision that she was thrown backwards. Her satchel slid off her shoulder, the stolen clothes tumbling out on to the sidewalk, even as she crumpled on to the bubblegum-smeared concrete. She landed on her backside, her tailbone connecting sharply with the ground, the shock robbing her of breath and making her feel light-headed.

She sat there for a moment, aware of how ridiculous she must look, yet seemingly unable to move. To her shame, she felt tears prick her eyes.

‘Are you ok?’

The voice sounded far away, but still cut through the noise of the taxi horns on the busy avenue.

‘Totally my fault. I didn’t see you …’

Kassie became aware of a man crouching down over her.

‘Sometimes I’m so in the zone, I don’t notice what’s right in front of me …’

His voice was warm, calm. Kassie felt more foolish still – if the collision was anyone’s fault, it was hers. Her mother always said she was clumsy.

‘I hope I didn’t hurt you,’ the voice continued. ‘If you need to get checked ou—’

‘I’ll be fine,’ Kassie replied quickly. ‘I don’t want to hold you up.’

She hadn’t looked up at him, but she could tell by his immaculate brogues and expensive suit that he didn’t belong in her world. He clearly had status, money and presumably little time to be assisting high-school truants.

‘Here, let me help you.’

A hand was offered to her. Strong, confident, open. Gratefully, she grasped it and was soon back on her feet. The pain had gone now and she was keen to be away, fearful that one of the many police officers who patrolled North Michigan Avenue would take an interest in the items scattered on the ground.

‘Thank you,’ she muttered, keeping her eyes fixed on the floor.

‘Now, are you sure there’s nothing I can do for you? How about a cab …?’

His voice was so nice, so reassuring, that now she couldn’t resist. She looked up, taking in the strong, clean-shaven chin, the thick, brown curls, his deep, hazel eyes. The man was smiling, his eyes sparkling with good humour, but suddenly Kassie froze.

She’d been hoping to find kindness, even serenity in his expression. Instead, she was looking death in the face.
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He was descending into the underworld.

Cook County Jail was imposing from the outside, with its towering walls and concertina wire, but even more unnerving on the inside. The subterranean tunnels that led to the cells were deliberately labyrinthine, the signs and directions having been removed to hinder escape attempts, and even regular visitors lost their way. Furthermore, the din that accompanied your progress – the catcalling, screaming and hollering – was incessant, only serving to amplify your anxiety about what might be waiting for you at the end of your journey. It wasn’t pleasant, it wasn’t right, but this was the daily reality inside America’s largest unofficial mental health facility.

Adam Brandt had been coming here for years. An experienced forensic psychologist, he had always worked closely with the Sheriff’s Office. Harvard-educated, double-boarded for adult and paediatric psychology, he could have made a small fortune attending the clients who visited his private practice in Lincoln Park. But he’d never forgotten his humble origins; nor could he ignore his conscience, which is why he regularly found himself in the bowels of the earth under Cook County Jail.

The faces in the holding cells were depressingly familiar and Adam had been concerned to find himself opposite Lemar Johnson once more this morning.

‘I can’t be here, man. I can’t be here …’

‘I understand that, Lemar, and I’m going to try to get you out. But I need you to look at me. I can’t communicate with you, if you don’t look at me …’

The 21-year-old was rocking back and forth in his chair, his face concealed by his massive, scarred hands. His life had already been blighted by violence – his father murdered, a cousin gunned down in a drive-by – and his mental health had always hung in the balance. He was bipolar, suffered from PTSD and regularly used heroin to help him sleep. The last time their paths had crossed, Adam had managed to get Lemar referred to a mental health outreach unit and he’d been doing well following his release – with a little help from Prozac and hydroxyzine. Adam didn’t exactly approve of the drugs, but they seemed to be working – until last night at least, when Lemar had threatened a man with a knife in a chicken shop in South Shore.

‘Have you been taking your meds?’

‘Sure, sure …’

‘Look at me, Lemar.’

‘Shit, I ran out,’ the young man replied, not looking up.

‘Why?’

‘They said I had to wait four months for an appointment, a follow-up.’

Adam’s heart sank. This kind of complaint was common, given the recent cutbacks to mental health provision and the Capitol’s scandalous inability to agree a State Budget. The intransigence on both sides made his blood boil – it was never the politicians who suffered when they played politics.

‘I tried to make them last. One day on, one day off, but it was making me crazy.’

‘When did you run out?’

‘Two weeks ago.’

‘You should have contacted me. Contacted the Center.’

‘I tried, man.’

Adam let the lie go. Lemar had clearly been in a manic phase – socializing wildly, spending what little money he had, so he hadn’t a hope of posting bail – but was now beginning the steep decline into depression.

‘Ok, we’re going to get you some meds, then I want you to tell me exactly what happened. You’ve got your arraignment tomorrow and I want your attorney to have everything she needs to argue that a short stay in a residential mental health unit is what’s needed. I take it you’d prefer that to staying here?’

Lemar stopped fidgeting long enough to nod his head briefly.

‘Good, then let’s talk.’

An hour later, Adam found himself back in the prison’s parking lot. He strode over to his Lexus SUV – an extravagance he’d convinced himself was acceptable, given the imminent arrival of his first child – checking his watch as he went. Lemar had been reluctant to talk and it had taken a while to get a coherent summary of events from him. It was pushing 6 p.m. now – he would have to pray that the traffic wasn’t too bad, if he were to call in at the office and make it home at a reasonable time. Upping his pace, he zapped the car, opened the driver’s door and flung his bag and jacket inside. As he did so, however, his cell phone began to vibrate.

Calls at this hour were never good news and Adam was not surprised to recognize the number. The caller was Freddie Highsmith, Superintendent at Chicago’s Juvenile Detention Center.

‘I’m just on my way home, Freddie,’ Adam said cautiously.

‘I know, I know,’ Freddie responded brightly. ‘But when you need the best in the business …’

‘Flattery won’t get you anywhere –’

‘… plus there’s no one else available. I’ve rung all the usual suspects, but everyone’s under siege. Look, I know you’re running on empty … but I can’t give this one to a college grad.’

Freddie paused now, his jovial manner evaporating as his anxiety punched through. Adam said nothing, suddenly concerned, listening intently as Freddie concluded:

‘We’ve got a live one here.’
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Jacob Jones drained his Goose Island, then banged the empty glass on the wooden counter, signalling to the bartender that he needed another. The condensation was still thick on the glass and the harassed server snatched it up, arching an eyebrow at the speed of Jacob’s consumption. Jacob didn’t react. His mind was elsewhere and, besides, neither the bar nor the bartender was familiar to him. Greene’s Tavern was one of several old-fashioned drinking holes in the area that harked back to the Prohibition era. Tourists liked to come here to wallow in nostalgia, to take photos of themselves supping beer under the watchful eye of Al Capone, but to Jacob this place was a short-term sanctuary – a port in a storm.

The bartender marked up his tab and slid the glass towards him. Froth spilled over the sides, but Jacob swept it up, raising it greedily to his lips. As the lager slid over his tongue, hitting the back of his throat, he realized that his hand was shaking and he quickly replaced the glass on the counter. Suddenly he felt emotion ambush him – his heart pounding once more – and he had to lower his face towards the floor to hide his tortured expression.

‘Get a grip,’ he muttered to himself, hoping that the noisy cabal of British tourists nearby wouldn’t hear him.

He knew he was over-reacting. In the course of his work, he had encountered many shocking events, though he had seldom been the one at the centre of the storm. Even now, an hour or more after the confrontation, he was trying to process exactly what had happened.

He had been so intent on getting home that he hadn’t seen the girl until he’d dumped her on her ass. He had played college football back in the day and often put this to good use on the busy Chicago streets, leading with his shoulder as he parted the crowds. This time, however, he had misjudged his line of attack and taken out the startled teenager.

Determined as he was to get back to West Town, he’d been raised to put his hand up when he was at fault. So he’d checked that the girl was ok and helped her to her feet. He’d then tried to engage her in conversation and she’d seemed all right at first, muttering her thanks through her embarrassment. Then the whole thing kind of went off. What had he been expecting? Gratitude? Apologies? A girlish blush? He knew he was an attractive guy – tall, well-built, with a kind face – and on other occasions women had become pleasingly flustered on finding themselves talking to him. But there was no engaging bashfulness in this teenager’s expression – she looked horrified.

He’d carried on talking to her, but she had just stared at him, shaking and speechless, so in the end he had cut and run. Disconcerted, angry at her lack of gratitude, he had hurried on his way. Nancy wasn’t home – she was at a conference in San Francisco – but still he’d wanted to get back to the house, to put the whole strange incident behind him.

But as he’d charged down North Michigan Avenue, dodging the ponderous tourists, he became aware of something. Someone shouting, then footsteps coming up fast behind him. He’d turned suddenly – expecting what exactly? – just in time to see the girl throw herself at him.

Jacob raised the glass to his lips once more, draining another half-pint. What had happened after that still seemed like a blur. The girl had clasped his right arm, then his lapels, trying desperately to grab hold of him. He had attempted to extricate himself, even as the words – manic and confused – tumbled from her lips. Still she’d clung on, so he’d pushed her forcefully away, but this only seemed to anger her further. She started screaming – threatening him, if you could believe it – and instinctively he’d freed his right arm to strike her. Thankfully, this had proved unnecessary as a couple of police officers now intervened, hauling the girl off. Still she didn’t relent, screeching at Jacob, even as she was dragged to the waiting patrol car.

Tugging his suit jacket back into shape, Jacob had turned away, unable to watch the sorry spectacle any longer. The young girl hadn’t looked angry or aggrieved any more.

She’d looked deranged.
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‘How long’s she been doing that?’

Adam peered through the window of the supervision cell. A teenage girl was pacing back and forth, shouting and gesturing at the door.

‘Since she came in,’ the custody officer drawled. ‘First, she was demanding to be let out. Then she was trying to rip the door off. Now she’s happy just handing out abuse.’

Adam digested this information, his eyes never leaving the pacing figure. Half an hour ago, he’d been looking forward to finishing up his paperwork and heading home to see Faith, but already the clinician in him was taking over. This teenager – she was fourteen, fifteen at the most – was clearly in the middle of some kind of mental health breakdown.

‘She was brought in an hour ago. Tried to rob some guy on North Michigan. Right in front of the cops. She had an ounce of skunk on her apparently, so I don’t know what sense you’re going to get out of her.’

Smiling politely at the officer’s warning, Adam took the paperwork from him and leafed through it. Juveniles in detention are routinely screened before facing a detective, and it was the duty of psychologists like Adam to decide whether they were fit to be questioned.

Kassandra Wojcek. She was obviously of Polish origin, with an interesting rap sheet. Possession of Class B drugs, theft, resisting arrest, assault, acting under the influence and, according to the accompanying school paperwork, an impressive record of cutting class. She hailed from Back of the Yards, a southern suburb near the old stockyard which had once been popular with Polish workers, but which had now been abandoned to the Puerto Ricans.

‘Mother? Father?’ Adam asked.

‘Father’s deceased. We’ve tried to contact her mother, but … Hopefully we can raise her in time for questioning –’

‘Let’s see if it gets that far,’ Adam interrupted, gesturing for the officer to open the door.

The officer looked at him, clearly marking him down as a candy-assed liberal, before unlocking the door. Adam stepped inside, placing the girl’s file gently on the chair, before turning to his charge.

‘Hi, Kassandra. Do you mind if I join you?’

The teenager said nothing, but finally ceased pacing.

‘My name is Adam. I’m a psychologist and I’d like to talk to you. Is that ok?’

A grunt was all Adam got by way of response. Already he had the feeling that the girl didn’t have much time for shrinks.

‘Now what should I call you? Kassandra? Kass—’

‘Kassie,’ she answered, still hiding behind her fringe.

Adam nodded, taking her in properly for the first time. She was a strange-looking girl – tall, gawky, but not unattractive, with long auburn hair fringing her pale face. She was dressed in torn jeans, a faded Motörhead hoodie and battered sneakers. It was hard to tell if this dishevelment was a teenage fashion choice or the product of deprivation, but, given her background, Adam suspected the latter.

‘Ok, then, Kassie,’ Adam continued, shifting slightly to get a better look at her narrow, freckled face. ‘I hear you had a bit of trouble today. The police have already told me their side of the story – I’d love to hear yours.’

His tone was open and encouraging, implying sympathy for the incarcerated. Curious, intrigued, the girl now chanced a quick look at him. And immediately Adam clocked a reaction. She looked surprised, even shocked, by his appearance, and immediately began to withdraw, turning from him and retreating to the corner of the room.

‘I know you’re scared, confused even,’ Adam continued soothingly. ‘And that’s fine. Nobody likes being put in a police car, being brought down here. I just want to make sure you’re ok, so we can sort this out and get you home. Will you help me do that?’

A long silence, then the briefest of nods.

‘So, you were on North Michigan Avenue. Heading home? Heading to the “L”?’

‘Home.’

‘What happened next?’

Another lengthy pause. In the distance, Adam heard footsteps, but tried to ignore them, focusing on Kassie instead.

‘I bumped into this guy …’

‘Physically bumped into him?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Someone you knew?’

‘No.’

‘And then?’

The girl hesitated to answer. The footsteps were getting louder now, so Adam pressed on.

‘Kassie …?’

‘He helped me up … then he took off.’

‘Did you talk to him?’

‘Not at first …’

‘So, later …?’

She nodded.

‘Why was that? Why did you go after him?’

Another pause, as if the girl was making a decision, then:

‘I wanted to speak to him.’

She had clearly done much more than that, having to be dragged off the protesting victim.

‘Why? What did you want to say to him?’

Kassie hesitated now, even as the footsteps came to a halt outside the door.

‘I wanted to … warn him,’ she breathed quietly.

‘Warn him about what?’

The door swung open and the custody officer stuck his head through the door.

‘We’ve got hold of Mom. She’ll be here in twenty minutes.’

The door slammed shut again. Adam turned back to his charge, but Kassie had turned away, curling herself up into a ball, clearly alarmed at the prospect of her mother’s arrival.

‘Why you were concerned for him, Kassie?’

It was said brightly, but he could see that he was losing her – the fragile trust between them shattered by the custody officer’s clumsy intervention.

‘You said you had to warn him,’ Adam persisted, taking a small step towards her.

Still the teenager didn’t move, staring resolutely at the wall. So Adam made one last attempt to reach her:

‘Please, Kassie. What did you want to warn him about?’
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‘I don’t want to press charges. I just want to forget the whole thing.’

Jacob Jones stood in the gloom of his hallway, the phone pressed to his ear. He had only just got home and the landline had been ringing as he unlocked the door. Hurrying inside, he’d snatched it up, expecting it to be his mother, who often called when Nancy was away. But it was only a follow-up call from the Chicago Police Department, after the earlier incident.

Jacob’s immediate concern was that he sounded intoxicated. He’d had three beers in quick succession – he’d needed them to steady his nerves, but now chided himself for his weakness. Putting on his professional voice, he answered the police officer’s questions soberly, making it clear that he didn’t want to take matters further. The officer seemed disappointed, not surprisingly perhaps given Jacob’s profession, but he wasn’t going to push it.

‘It’s your decision …’

‘Absolutely. And thanks again for the call. I really appreciate it.’

Jacob was a practised liar and the officer rang off happily enough, bidding him a cheery goodnight. Shaking his head at the craziness of the last few hours, Jacob replaced the receiver and belatedly shut the front door, locking it behind him. He had the place to himself tonight and was looking forward to watching the White Sox game – perhaps with another cold beer.

Dumping his bag and coat on the floor, he flicked the light switch. To his surprise, nothing happened. Just about keeping his temper – another light bulb gone – he marched into the kitchen, switching on those lights instead. But again, nothing happened and he remained in darkness. He flicked the switch back and forth – once, twice, three times – without success.

‘Jesus …’

Hurrying over to the window, Jacob peered out on to the quiet suburban street. All around him, the pretty houses twinkled, brightly illuminated from within.

‘Of course, it’s just me,’ he muttered, his resolute good humour finally evaporating.

Turning on his heel, he marched back across the hall and pulled open the door to the cellar. A flashlight hung on a hook just inside and Jacob turned it on before descending into the gloom. Dust danced in front of the flashlight beam, as he walked carefully down the rickety steps. He seldom visited the basement – and Nancy never ventured down here – and he was quite certain he’d miss the final step or stumble on some forgotten piece of junk. His work schedule was too blasted to accommodate a foolish injury, so he proceeded with caution, eventually making it to the basement floor.

He cast around for the fuse box, eventually locating it on the far wall. He made for it, dodging boxes of high-school yearbooks and mouldering sports gear, remarking to himself how large this space was. They should do something with it – an extra room could add thousands to the value of the property – but not today. Today, he just wanted to download and unwind. So, opening the fuse box, he searched for the master switch.

It was facing down, as it should be, and investigating further Jacob now realized that none of the individual switches had blown.

‘What the –?’

Was he going to have go call someone out? At this hour? Grasping the master switch, he yanked it up, held it for a second, then pushed it firmly down. Still he remained swathed in darkness. So he tried again. And again. The same result. Resting his weary head on the fuse box, he swore quietly to himself.

And now he became aware of something else. The sound of someone breathing.

It couldn’t be, could it? The house was secure, there was no sign of –

Now he heard someone coming towards him. Panicking, Jacob swung his flashlight around.

To see a man in a ski mask descending upon him.
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The Union Stock Yard had always reeked of death. Located in Back of the Yards, it had been a magnet for immigrant workers, who’d flocked to the slaughterhouses in their thousands. Back in the day, when Chicago was the hog-killing capital of the world, the work had been plentiful, over a billion animals passing through its gates on their final journey. But the yard was now derelict, long since mothballed, superseded by more efficient operations elsewhere.

Kassie and her mother walked past it in silence. Kassie’s father, Mikolaj, had worked and died in the stockyard and the sight of it always brought their conversation to an abrupt halt. Not that this was a problem today – Natalia hadn’t said a word since collecting her daughter from the Juvenile Detention Center. The call had come just after she’d finished work, which was one small mercy, but clearly not enough to buy Kassie any slack.

They turned the corner on to South Ada Street, passing a couple of boarded-up properties as they walked the last hundred feet together. The house that had been Kassie’s home for the last fifteen years stuck out like a sore thumb. It was a small but pristine brown-brick bungalow. The tiny strip of grass out front was neatly clipped, the steps up to the porch were clean and the ornate metal grille protecting the front door was freshly painted. Say what you like about the Wojcek home, it was never less than immaculate.

Kassie stared at her dirty sneakers, as her mother unlocked the grille. To many, Natalia’s high standards were admirable, but Kassie had always been slightly embarrassed by them. They harked back to a bygone era, when the suburb teemed with good Catholic families, all competing with each other to display their new-found prosperity. But the other Polish families had moved on now, as other communities settled in the neighbourhood, most of the incomers choosing more desirable streets than their own. There were several abandoned properties in the road – realtors couldn’t shift units round here – but it was as if Natalia hadn’t noticed. As if she were still a young woman fresh off the boat, full of hope and dreams.

Life had not been kind to either of them, and Kassie felt her heart sink as they entered the quiet bungalow. Kassie – Kassandra Alicja Marta – was Natalia’s only child and as remarriage was out of the question for a respectable widow, it had remained just the two of them, circling each other in this gently old-fashioned family home year in, year out.

Natalia walked into the kitchen, depositing her purse on the table with a heavy thump – a thump which Kassie knew was aimed at her. Normally Kassie would have headed straight to her room, but she lingered in the doorway watching her mother. She knew she was in trouble, but the truth was that she was still upset by the afternoon’s events, and was hoping for some small sign of a thaw, some crumb of comfort.

Natalia opened the refrigerator, removing from it a small china plate with half a sausage and a fresh tomato on it. Without looking at her daughter, she moved into the living room, switching on the TV as she settled into the easy chair. Kassie turned to look at her, realizing how small her mother seemed in the large room that framed the ancient television set and the numerous photos of Pope John Paul II. They had played this scene out many times before, her mother pretending to watch television, while actually taking nothing in. The food sat unmolested on her lap and the TV anchorman talked pointlessly to himself, as Natalia fiddled with the rosary beads she’d inherited from her grandmother. It was a ridiculous tableau but it made its point forcefully. Kassie would not be fed tonight, nor would she be comforted.

There was no forgiveness here.
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The traffic was light, ‘November Rain’ was playing on WKSC, and already thoughts of a challenging day were receding from Adam’s mind. Though his journey from south Chicago to leafy, middle-class Lincoln Park was often accompanied by a pang of guilt, it always relaxed him, the view of Lake Michigan never failing to raise his spirits. It looked particularly beguiling tonight, the sun reflecting off the water, as the numerous birds who nested here each spring circled lazily above. But his drive along Lake Shore Drive meant more to Adam than just pretty scenery. It meant he was going home.

Home was a beautiful three-storey row house. They had bought it last year – at considerable expense – and they’d never regretted it. Their new home had four lovely bedrooms, space for them both to work if necessary and, best of all, lots of outdoor space. Adam already had visions of his first-born toddling around the backyard, taking his or her first steps – it had been worth mortgaging themselves to the limit. This was what you did after all – studied hard, worked hard, so you could buy a nice house and play at being grown-ups.

The song had now changed to a forgettable Bryan Adams track, so, flicking the radio off, Adam turned on to North Lincoln Avenue and moments later pulled up outside the familiar greystone building. In his fantasies, he’d sometimes imagine Faith standing in the doorway to welcome him home with a cocktail, but in practice this never happened. Faith was busy and, besides, that was far too suburban an image for her. Adam had always known this – in fact it was one of the reasons he married her.

Closing the front door behind him, he deposited his bag on the floor and poked his head into the kitchen. It was empty, but Adam was amused to see the newspaper lying open on the counter at the horoscope page – his wife’s guilty pleasure. Leaving the kitchen, he hurried past the living room, past the guest bedroom, towards the studio that looked out on to the backyard. This was Faith’s kingdom and he entered reverently, teasing open the door and tiptoeing inside. To his surprise, his heavily pregnant wife was sitting on her stool, her back to her painting, staring directly at him.

‘As subtle as a brick, as quiet as an elephant …’

Faith looked at him admonishingly, but there was a smile behind her eyes. She was British and Adam loved the way she expressed herself. Despite the fact that they had been together over ten years now, she still came out with phrases or words that surprised him.

‘Still, it’s nice to have you back,’ she continued, turning back to her painting. ‘I’d almost given up on you.’

It was done for effect and Adam didn’t break stride, walking up to her and sliding his arms around her bump, pulling her in close.

‘Long day,’ he muttered, kissing her neck.

‘Is it ever anything else?’

‘Whenever there’s need …’

‘My hero. Talking of which, I’m lazing for two right now, so I haven’t had a chance to fix dinner.’

‘I’m on it.’

‘You are my hero,’ Faith replied, as Adam kissed her neck once more.

She resumed painting and, disengaging, Adam stared at her for a moment. He had been dazzled by her when they first met – in the waiting room of his swanky new office – but he was utterly conquered by her now. Her warmth, her wisdom, her talent, her grace. He loved to watch her paint, applying brushstrokes with practised ease, utterly focused on the task in hand, lost in the moment. It made him feel that all was well in the world. It made him feel love.

Retreating to the door, he paused to take one last look at her. It was times like these that made him feel like he was the luckiest man alive.
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Jacob came to with a start, suddenly aware of how cold he was. His head was pounding, his neck ached, but it was his shivering limbs that demanded his attention. He could feel goose bumps on his exposed forearms and moved to rub them away … only to discover that his arms were secured behind him. He tried to stand, but his bare legs were similarly bound. To his horror, he realized that he was tied to a metal chair, naked, vulnerable and alone.

Now it started to come back to him. The cellar. The masked face. That awful feeling of suffocation. A terrified whimper escaped from his lips and, realizing there was nothing over his mouth, he cried out:

‘Hello?’

He was met by silence. He scanned the dingy room, but it appeared to be empty.

‘Please … can anybody hear me?’

The sound rebounded off the walls, but there was no response. Wiggling his frozen toes in a feeble attempt to keep warm, Jacob now noticed something else. There was something beneath his feet. It was cold and smooth, and crinkled noisily when he moved. Confused, he looked down. And now his blood froze. The chair he was tied to was positioned in the middle of a large plastic sheet.

Panicking, he started to buck furiously, trying to move the chair forward. Terror drove him on and he strained and hopped violently. The chair moved forward an inch, then another – then suddenly his head snapped sideways. For a moment, he was dizzy and disoriented, unable to comprehend what had happened, but as he righted himself, he realized that someone had struck him hard on his right cheek.

‘Sit still.’

The voice was calm, sending fear arrowing through him. It was coming from behind him and Jacob strained to get a glimpse of his attacker. But with his arms and shoulders firmly secured, he couldn’t turn far enough around.

‘Please,’ Jacob gasped. ‘I’ll give you whatever you want –’

‘I have everything I need,’ the voice hissed quietly.

The man came to a halt behind him. Immediately Jacob stifled his moaning – something cold and smooth had come to rest on the side of his neck. Slowly it inched upwards, then stopped, turning on to its side. A second later, Jacob felt a short, sharp sting, then a warm feeling, as blood started to trickle down his neck.

‘Please don’t do this,’ he begged, tears pricking his eyes. ‘I’m going to be married …’

A firm hand gripped his shoulder. Jacob bucked again, desperately trying to move his chair, but he could make no progress. And now he felt that awful sensation once more … cold steel caressing his skin.
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Kassie crept down the hallway, casting a nervous glance behind her.

She had endured her mother’s stony silence for a couple of hours, but eventually exhaustion had come to her aid. Natalia worked three jobs to pay the bills and often fell asleep in front of the TV. On a couple of occasions, Kassie thought she’d gone – her mother’s eyelids flickering, then drooping to a close – only for Natalia to rouse herself, casting around the room suspiciously, as if expecting foul play. Eventually, however, she’d given up the fight, the low sound of her snoring filling the spartan room.

Easing herself out of her armchair, Kassie had hurried towards the back of the house. A short walk down the gloomy hallway, avoiding the floorboards that creaked, then she was in the back room, a small utility area containing a sink, a washing machine and numerous boxes of cheap detergent. Hurrying over to the sink, Kassie yanked open the cupboard doors beneath it. Crouching down, she delved inside, pushing aside bottles of bleach and industrial cleaner, to reveal an ancient tin of silver polish. Turning the lid, she removed it, before retrieving a small package from inside. Sliding the package into her pocket, she sealed the tin once more, carefully returning all the bottles to their original positions. Then, checking that nothing was out of place, she closed the cupboard doors and moved away.

Darting a look at the ancient clock – it was already past eleven – Kassie unlocked the back door. Cold air rushed in to greet her and she pulled her hood up, concealing her features from the night. In the distance, a dog barked and Kassie turned to check if her mother had been disturbed. But there was no sign of movement and Kassie could still make out her gentle snores.

Relieved, Kassie hurried outside, disappearing into the darkness.
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Detective Gabrielle Grey marched up to the giant, red-tiled building and pushed inside. It was early morning, but already the Chicago Police Department’s headquarters on South Michigan Avenue was busy – police officers, analysts, media liaison and support staff criss-crossing Gabrielle’s path as she strode towards the security barriers. Some she recognized, some she didn’t, but there was one face that was almost as familiar as her own – Norm, the duty officer who had manned the front desk for as long as she could remember. The CPD had moved into its new offices in Bronzeville in 2000 and since that time Gabrielle had never once seen Norm on his feet, a characteristic which formed the basis of many station jokes. Justice never sleeps, her team were fond of saying of Norm, it sits.

‘Morning, Norm. What’s up?’

‘Nothing much. Hoskins is chairing a crisis meeting in the Command Center –’

‘Another one?’

‘Same old, same old. Other than that, the sun is shining, the sky is blue and the Cubs are the greatest –’

‘– team in the world,’ Gabrielle concluded, to Norm’s evident pleasure.

Buzzing herself through, Gabrielle took the elevator to the eighth floor. From there it was a short walk to the Bureau of Detectives, the most prestigious department in the building and her personal fiefdom for the last three years.

‘Morning, boss.’

A number of junior officers greeted her as she strode towards her corner office. She returned their greetings, retrieving her bagel from her bag as she did so. She was ravenous, having skipped breakfast to get the boys to school on time, and was keen to sink her teeth into her BLT, but the sight of three new photographs on the incident board made her pause. Her deputy, Detective Jane Miller, was already out on a job, so Detective Suarez now hurried over to her. Suarez had worked with Gabrielle for over five years and was a dependable, effective detective.

‘What’ve we got?’ Gabrielle asked, casting an eye over the faces.

‘One fatality in South Shore,’ Suarez replied, indicating the Caucasian male in the first photo. ‘Gang murder. Three gunshot wounds to the head and neck while sitting in his car. Shooter took off on a motorbike.’

Nodding grimly, Gabrielle gestured to the others.

‘And the others?’

‘Double fatality in South Lawndale. Two shooters, we think, with semi-automatic weapons. Took place in a popular late-night burger joint, but, guess what, nobody saw a thing.’

‘Get extra officers down there anyway,’ Gabrielle replied. ‘See if we can find somebody with a conscience –’

‘Someone with cojones,’ Suarez corrected her.

‘And speak to local religious leaders and social workers,’ Gabrielle continued. ‘They’re bound to know something …’

Suarez headed off to do her bidding, pulling in a couple of fellow detectives to join him. Gabrielle watched them go, casting her eye around the denuded office. Gabrielle had a large team – the largest in the CPD – but even so they were constantly short-staffed, given the sheer volume of gun-related homicides they had to deal with. The Mayor had promised to crack down on the gangs – providing extra state cash for police officers, as well as social and youth initiatives – but there was little sign of progress so far.

Gabrielle stared up at the photos. Three men gunned down in cold blood – for what? Belonging to a rival gang? Straying into the wrong territory? Disrespecting someone on Twitter? People had been killed for less. It was Gabrielle’s duty and that of her team to bring their killers to justice, but she knew the odds were stacked against them. Communities too scared to talk. Drugs lords willing to do anything to survive. Police officers and detectives ground down by the constant bloodshed. Nevertheless, they would do – she would do everything in her power to see that justice was done for the families, fired only by her sense of duty, her resolve and a cold BLT. As Gabrielle continued to gaze at the photos, she was reminded of something Superintendent Bernard Hoskins had said to her on her first day in the job.

Nobody becomes a detective in Chicago for an easy life.
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Adam awoke to the smell of pancakes. Faith was a good cook, when she could be bothered, but mornings were never her best time, and the aroma of crisping batter meant only one thing. Christine.

Unlike many men, Adam was quite fond of his mother-in-law. She was warm-hearted, thoughtful and foolishly generous. However, her habit of letting herself into their house was a little unnerving, however pleasant the end results might be. As Faith’s due date drew nearer, Christine’s unexpected appearances had increased in frequency and now not a day went by when Adam didn’t encounter his mother-in-law – usually when he was half dressed or dog-tired. If she had a fault it was that she was too attentive, but even this could be forgiven. She lived alone – her worthless husband now a distant memory – and the birth of her first grandchild was always going to be a big deal.

Rolling over, Adam was surprised to find the bed empty. Faith often hid from her mother, feigning sleep, until she was ready to be quizzed about her plans for the birth. Grabbing his dressing gown, he stumbled into the kitchen and was surprised to find his wife dressed and ready to go, finishing off a healthy breakfast under the watchful eye of her approving mother.

‘Have I forgotten something?’ Adam murmured, as he poured himself some coffee. ‘The baby’s not due today, is he?’

‘She’s not due for another couple of days,’ Faith countered. ‘But Mum’s going to help me finish painting the nursery.’

‘The clock’s ticking,’ her mother chimed in, scarcely able to contain her excitement.

‘Unless you’d like to help out?’ Faith continued.

‘Love to, but I’ve got a full diary …’

It was true. One of the great things about America was that there were always people in need of a shrink. With a final, jovial insult about his lack of practical skills, Faith departed with her mother, leaving Adam to consult his diary, as he wolfed down his pancakes. It was a full roster with some fairly challenging cases. Yet, in all honesty, Adam’s mind was elsewhere. He had spent a disturbed night, his mind endlessly replaying his interview at the Juvenile Detention Center. You work in one field long enough and any job becomes routine. He was as familiar a visitor to the Juvenile Center as he was to Cook County Jail, but Kassie had surprised him. He couldn’t shake the image of that look on her face when she saw him – was it shock? Horror? Fear? – nor what she’d said to him afterwards. He’d expected the teenager to make excuses for attacking her victim – perhaps even blame him for attacking her, as so many of them did. But she’d said she was trying to warn him and, even though she’d subsequently refused to elaborate, she’d said it with such conviction that Adam couldn’t help but be intrigued. What had she meant? Why did she feel he was in danger? More importantly, was that danger real?

Adam was worried about her. Was she hallucinating? Gripped by some form of ‘magical thinking’, in which her fantasies somehow became manifest? Or did she know something about this guy, about some unseen threat to his well-being? These were the questions that continued to spin around Adam’s head, even though he knew they were pointless, idle thoughts.

In all probability, he would never see the intriguing Kassandra Wojcek again.
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Kassie marched along the road, ignoring the curious looks of the stroller moms. She was tall for her age, but still looked too young to be out of school this early in the day. Lowering her face to the floor, she pressed on. The curiosity and censure of middle-class moms she could handle – running into a police officer would be a different matter entirely. Besides, she only had a brief window before the school secretary called her mother, so she had to work fast.

West Town was busy as usual, the sidewalk clogged with affluent shoppers and smartly dressed toddlers and their carers. Kassie had to keep her wits about her as she wound her way through this well-heeled human traffic, but her progress was swift and soon she was standing outside Jacob Jones’s modest home.

The suburban villa in front of Kassie was lifeless – the curtains drawn, lights extinguished, the front door shut and locked. This popular, upmarket street was the kind of place where you were likely to encounter security-conscious curtain-twitchers, so Kassie didn’t linger, heading down the passageway at the side of the house. She tried the French windows at the back, then the side entrance to the utility room, but both were secured.

On further investigation, however, she found a side window that would suit her purpose. It had only a single, flimsy latch – no bolt lock – so Kassie didn’t hesitate, ramming her elbow through the glass. She had done this before and knew that a short, sharp blow lessened the chance of injury. Removing her arm and dusting off the glass, she was pleased to see a large hole in the window. Sliding on a pair of woollen gloves – inappropriate given the warm, spring weather – she slipped her hand through the hole and gently lifted the latch, before opening the window and clambering inside.

Moments later, she was standing alone in the hallway. Her heart was beating nineteen to the dozen and once again she questioned the wisdom of coming here. She had nearly turned back a number of times, given the trouble she risked landing herself in, yet here she was.

She passed through the ground floor rooms quickly – she didn’t expect to find anything here – then moved upstairs. She had entered the house as quietly as possible, hadn’t wanted to announced her presence, but still she half expected Jones’s fiancée to come hurrying down the stairs, demanding to know what she was doing there. But the house was as quiet as the grave, the lonely creak, creak, creak of the floorboards Kassie’s only companion as she crept along the upper landing.

Teasing open the door to the master bedroom, she peered inside. It appeared to be empty, so she walked briskly through it, running her hand over the satin coverlet on the king-size bed, before passing into the walk-in closet. This too was uninhabited, so she passed on to the guest bedroom. This was undisturbed, as was the study, and as Kassie descended the stairs to the hallway, she began to worry. Had she risked a whole heap of trouble for nothing?

She stood stock still, perplexed and angry, pondering her next move, when her eyes alighted on another door. A door which was slightly ajar. Crossing the hallway, she tentatively took hold of the handle and inched the door open. Immediately a draft of cold air hit her, as she took in the dusty flight of stairs leading down.

Kassie arrowed a look back down the hallway, as if fearing ambush, but all was still, so she returned her attention to the staircase. Feeling on the side of the wall, she located a hook, which had presumably once had a flashlight or similar hanging from it, but there was nothing there now, so pulling out her iPhone Kassie hit the flashlight app and stepped inside.

The first thing that hit her was the smell. Musty, rotting, unpleasant. Putting her sleeve over her mouth and nose, she took in her surroundings, her eyes becoming accustomed to the gloom. The dust on the stairs had been disturbed recently, but it was hard to tell when. Should she tread on the faint footprints to conceal her presence here, or should she leave them be? Opting for the latter, she started to descend, keeping her feet as close to the edge of the stairs as possible, to minimize her trail.

One step, then another, then another. Kassie’s heart was in her mouth and she had to will her legs forward. Her flashlight was powerful, but its range limited. She could only pick out parts of the cellar and was unnerved by the eerie shadows that the flashlight’s beam threw on to the walls. On she went, convinced that at any moment she would discover a scene of butchery, hoping her nerve would hold when she did.

She had reached the final step and carefully stepped down on to the cellar floor. Her chest felt so tight now that she almost couldn’t breathe. She knew exactly what she would find here and part of her wanted to turn and run. But Kassie was no coward. She had come this far, so now with a sudden movement she swung her flashlight beam across the cellar floor. She gasped, put her hand to her chest … but there was nothing there. The room was deserted, devoid of human presence, a quiet repository for high-school yearbooks and aged sports gear.

Crunch.

As she stepped forward to investigate further, her foot crushed something. Bending down, she was surprised to see small shards of glass littering the floor, sparkling like diamonds as her light swept over them. Confused, Kassie widened the range of her beam and now she spotted a flashlight lying partly concealed under the lip of a cardboard box. Using the toe of her sneaker, she rolled it out of its hiding place. As she’d suspected, the glass face was broken, the bulb too.

Her heart skipped a beat. Obviously, there were innocent explanations for the presence of the broken flashlight – Jacob had dropped it perhaps and been unable to find it in the darkness – but Kassie instantly dismissed them. Suddenly, for reasons she couldn’t fully explain, Kassie knew that this was where it had happened.

This was where Jacob Jones’s fate was sealed.
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Patrolman Dwayne Reid let out a rich belch, as he watched the cars roar by. His partner – a tight-assed vegetarian called Lesley – sighed heavily but he ignored her, letting the flavours of his snack roll around his mouth. Every morning he visited Taco Bell for a sausage and cheese biscuit. This was partly to satisfy his growling stomach and partly to annoy his partner. Even if he hadn’t loved the greasy, spiced sausage and thick, rubbery cheese, he’d still have bought one just to get a reaction. With any luck, her patience would soon snap and she would apply for a change of partner.

Nothing would please him more. Patrol work was boring – hour after hour cruising the traffic hotspots, looking for incidents – and a good wingman was essential. Patrolman Michael Garvey had been just that – funny, noisy, politically incorrect – but they’d been separated after some unfounded reports of them abandoning their posts during work hours. Which is why he now found himself in the company of Miss Goody Two Shoes.

‘Doing anything interesting tonight, Lesley? Got a date?’

‘Don’t be a jerk, Dwayne. You know I’m married.’

‘Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it. How else you s’posed to keep things fresh in the bedroom?’

Lesley shook her head wearily, but said nothing.

‘Tell me,’ Dwayne continued. ‘Have you always liked guys? Or did you ever go with a girl?’

‘For God’s sake.’ She turned to him, visibly annoyed now. ‘Do you really think I’m going to share my sexual history with you?’

Dwayne was about to respond, encouragingly and in the affirmative, when something caught his eye. A black Lincoln Continental had just sped across the junction in front of them, running a red light and narrowly missing a truck.

‘Wagons roll,’ Dwayne shouted cheerily, firing up the sirens and pulling away from the kerb.

The chatter ceased now, as both officers focused on the car in front of them. Most pursuits ended quickly, the horrified middle-class motorists or terrified teens pulling over as soon as they saw the blue flashing lights. But the Lincoln showed no signs of stopping – in fact it was speeding up, running another red light as it raced away from them.

‘Officers in pursuit of a black Lincoln Continental, heading south on the Dan Ryan Expressway. Registration plate H23 3308. Request backup and intercept.’

Lesley’s voice was clear and crisp – even Dwayne had to admit she was good in a situation like this.

‘See if they can scramble the chopper,’ he tossed in. ‘These guys aren’t playing around.’

Lesley radioed in her request, which was answered in the affirmative. There had been too many hit-and-runs recently, too many fatal pursuits, not to deploy all available resources.

Dwayne kept pace with the vehicle, silently praying they would pull off at the next exit. If they kept heading straight it might be a long pursuit, given the impossibility of shutting down the expressway at this time of day. Surely it would seem sensible to them to try and throw off their pursuers by changing direction? But, no, it looked like they were continuing straight ahead.

‘No-good, knuckle-headed gangbangers –’

Suddenly the Lincoln lurched across a couple of lanes, careering off the road and away down the exit ramp.

‘That’s my boy!’ Dwayne roared, yanking the wheel round to follow in the Lincoln’s path.

He knew the fight was over now and, sure enough, as they neared the bottom of the ramp, he saw that the Lincoln had come to an abrupt halt, its path blocked by two supporting patrol cars. Already the driver’s door was springing open and Dwayne didn’t hesitate, stepping on the gas before skidding to a halt just in front of the fleeing suspect.

‘Hands where I can see them.’

Lesley was already out of the car, training her firearm on the suspect, who slid to a juddering halt. Dwayne followed suit, bursting from the car and training his weapon on the driver’s companion, who was also considering a bid for freedom. Both were young, Puerto Rican and highly agitated.

‘Easy now, Diego. Don’t be another statistic …’

Seeing that it was hopeless, the suspects now relented and moments later their faces slammed the hood, as handcuffs were applied.

‘Good choice, boys. Now let’s see what you’ve got.’ Dwayne crowed as he began to pat them down. ‘Fifty bucks, some cigarettes … and one firearm.’

‘It’s not loaded, man.’

‘Not sure the judge will care about that,’ Dwayne replied, dropping the battered Smith and Wesson into Lesley’s evidence bag. ‘Anything else I should know about?’

The suspects both shook their heads and, after Dwayne had ascertained that they were telling the truth, he moved on to the interior of the car. Pulling open the glove compartment, he surveyed its contents.

‘One packet of Lifesavers, one map of Illinois and …’

He pulled a book from the compartment.

‘… Fodor’s Guide to Romantic Hotels in Montana. Guys, are you sure this is your car?’

‘We’re borrowing it,’ the driver muttered darkly.

‘Sure you are,’ Dwayne chuckled, casting an eye over the footwell, before turning his attention to the rear of the car.

And now he paused. The trunk remained closed, but there was a dark-brown stain on the handle that grabbed his attention. Lesley was looking at him, intrigued by his serious expression, so he didn’t delay.

‘Right then, boys, let’s see what you got in here …’

Releasing the catch, he yanked the trunk open.

For a moment, time seemed to stand still. He didn’t move, nor did he react at first, stunned by the sight in front of him.

‘What is it, Dwayne?’

Concerned by the expression on his face, by his sudden silence, Lesley took a step in his direction, hoping to see what was bothering him. But before she could do so, Dwayne Reid turned abruptly away from the car and regurgitated his breakfast on to the cold tarmac.
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The smell of decay was overpowering. Kassie tried to shut it out, to find a breath of fresh air from somewhere, but it was impossible. The atmosphere in the Lake View Care Home was stifling – overheated, stale, rich with the scent of urine. The many eyes that clung to her belonged to the helpless and the hopeless.

Attempting to block out their scrutiny, Kassie kept up a constant chatter. She had hurried here straight from the Jones residence, too unnerved by her experiences to return to school. Now she needed to be with someone who loved her.

‘I’m trying harder at school,’ she said quietly. ‘You know, to get better grades. And my English teacher – Miss Wilson – says I have potential …’

She looked up at her grandmother, hoping for some kind of reaction, hoping to see that familiar twinkle of affection in her eyes, but the old woman didn’t respond. Wieslawa had been in the home for nearly ten years now, written off as senile and delusional, and had little in the way of stimulation or visitors to engage her enfeebled brain. Kassie tried to come once a week, in part to make up for her mother’s refusal to visit, and occasionally she thought she could see the old woman responding. Then Kassie was transported back to happier days when Wieslawa, who had always been a woman of a certain frame, used to envelope the young Kassie in her generous embrace, whispering little confidences to her and plying her with chocolate mice and candy. Today, however, Kassie was getting nothing back.

‘But it’s hard, you know …’ Kassie continued, falteringly. ‘I can’t concentrate … there’s so much going on around me …’

She looked into her grandmother’s deep-blue eyes.

‘I try to block it out, but I can’t. The things I see keep … keep spinning round and round in my head …’

The old woman’s face crinkled a little, as if she were taking in Kassie’s words and formulating a response. Encouraged, Kassie continued:

‘What am I supposed to do, babcia? Tell me, please. Should I ignore it? Or face it? I don’t know what to do for the best.’

Now the old woman’s mouth crept open. She ran her tongue over her lips slowly, moistening the cracks that pitted them. Kassie looked at her intently, hoping for some kind of guidance, but to her surprise her grandmother now started to sing.

‘Kosi kosi łapci, pojedziem do babci. Babcia da nam mleczka, a dziadzius pierniczka …’

Tears filled Kassie’s eyes. She had heard the nursery rhyme many times as a child – her grandmother would sing it to her whenever she was allowed to visit – and previously it had comforted her. Now it underlined how far her beloved, witless grandmother had retreated from the world. This saddened and scared Kassie in equal measure, and after twenty minutes more of faltering, one-way chatter she rose and kissed Wieslawa goodbye. Her grandmother barely noticed, singing quietly to herself all the while.

Picking her way past the lonely, upturned faces, Kassie slipped out of the French windows into the gardens. The care home was situated on the edge of Lake Michigan, commanding fantastic views of the water and beyond it the metropolis of Chicago. In summer, it was almost pleasant to be here, taking the sunshine while revelling in the view, but today the lake looked grey and lifeless, save for the visiting birds who circled above.

The wind was picking up and suddenly Kassie felt cold and desolate. Pulling a half-smoked joint from her jacket pocket, she lit it and inhaled deeply, the powerful, aromatic skunk filling her mouth and nostrils. Her life had never been easy, never straightforward, but today she felt as if she were in a deep fog. She needed help, needed guidance, and had come here hoping that her babcia, the only person who had ever really understood her, would provide them. But her grandmother was lost to her now, driven mad by a lifetime of trauma.

There were no answers here.
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